
The Nottingham Canal in Pictures by Graham Woodward 

The Nottingham Canal was built between 1792 and 1796 under the supervision of William 

Jessop, aided by James Green, an employee of Lord Middleton of Wollaton. It provided a 

link from the Derbyshire coal fields to Nottingham and cost £80,000 to build, £30,000 more 

than the original estimate. It followed a more direct route to Nottingham than the earlier 

Erewash Canal (1779), avoiding the use of the River Trent. 

 

Before the canals were built, a packhorse could carry about two-hundredweight of coal (a 

tenth of a ton) or pull a half-ton wagon on a dirt road. On a smooth turnpike road, a cart 

horse could pull about one ton but with the arrival of the canals the same horse could pull 

over twenty tons, relatively easily. When steam engines were fitted to boats in the 1870s 

many operators used seven-feet wide narrow boats pulling another narrow boat, called a 

butty. This doubled the carrying capacity, and on broad canals the two boats could both 

enter the wide locks at the same time, side by side. When more affordable diesel engines 

were introduced in the early 1900s, it was the end of horse drawn boats for commercial use.       

The Nottingham Canal was 14¾-miles long, flowing south from Langley Mill Basin through 
Awsworth, Cossall, Trowell, Wollaton and Lenton, joining the River Trent at Nottingham, just 
north of Trent Bridge. Although the canal flowed south towards the Trent, the twenty locks 
were numbered from the Trent northwards. At Langley Mill Basin, where the canal linked 
with the Erewash and Cromford canals, there was a ‘stop-lock’ but between Langley Mill and 
Wollaton the canal followed a 200ft contour to Wollaton Colliery where the Wollaton flight of 
locks then lowered the canal to Radford Bridge Road (Lock No.6). A further five locks then 
took the level down to the River Trent, a total drop from Wollaton of 125ft. The locks were 
broad locks (85ft long by 14ft.6in wide) capable of accommodating boats up to 14ft wide with 
a draft of 3ft 3in and a maximum capacity of 40 tons.  
 
The canal had seven short branches, called ‘Cuts’ or ‘Arms’. The Beeston Cut, a 2½-mile 
long link from Lenton to the River Trent at Beeston Rylands was the longest and is still in 
use today as part of the Trent Navigation Scheme. The only other survivor still in water is the 
Robinetts Arm near Cossall, one-third of a mile long. At Wollaton, two cuts served nearby 
small collieries at Bilborough Wood and Strelley, but when those pits became worked-out the 
cuts were filled in. In 1855, the canal was bought by the Ambergate Railway, passing to the 
LNER and later to British Waterways Board (BWB). The section from Lenton to Langley Mill 
was closed to traffic in 1928 and abandoned in 1937.   
 

Bernard Chell’s excellent book, Nottingham Canal – a History and Guide (2006) covers the 

whole canal, including its building and decline. This article focuses instead on photographs 

taken by me since 1978 along the six-mile section within the city boundary, starting at the 

River Trent and finishing at Coventry Lane, Bramcote.   



(Above) The entrance to the canal from the River Trent. Trent Bridge is on the left. 

 

(Below) Lock No.1, ‘Trent’. The Nottingham Forest City Ground is across the river, located in 

the county despite its name. Notts County’s football ground is on Meadow Lane, in the city! 



(Above and below) Lock No.1, looking west towards Meadow Lane. The factory on the left 

has now been demolished and replaced by houses – the one on the right is now flats. Lock 

gates always open against the direction of flow – the flow helps to keep them shut. 



 

Lock 1, ‘Trent’. In most locks on the canal the water is just under five feet deep and the locks 

have an average capacity of 55,000 gallons, most of which is discharged every time a boat 

passes through. During the canal’s heyday, rules and fines were in place to ensure that in 

order to save water a lock was only used when two boats were ready to pass.  The long 

arms on the lock gates (beams) are used to open the gates, but they also balance the gate.  



(Above) The lock gates are usually made of green oak and last on average up to 25 years. 

The Canal and River Trust, who look after the canals, make about 180 lock gates a year. 

They each take two carpenters about two weeks to make. Each gate is unique  – tailor made 

to fit its place in a specific lock. The Lock Number Plate (No.1) is still in place at this lock – 

the only other plate is at Lock 6 although that lock is no longer in situ. (Below) The locks now 

have different numbers, part of the numbering for the Trent Navigation.   



 

Meadow Lane Bridge is bridge No.1 and is the only remaining original bridge in the city. It is 

a Grade II listed building. Twelve road bridges were built of stone. The remaining forty-two 

occupation bridges were built of brick and/or wood. A new bridge (No.1d) carrying Meadow 

Lane was built about 1906 and the road re-routed. This old bridge is now used by 

pedestrians only.  



The stone bridges were easily damaged by the wet, grit impregnated tow ropes used to pull 

the boats, especially where the towpath curved away from the bridge. The rope cut into the 

stone, weakening the structure. To prevent this, roller rope-guards were installed on the 

towpath side of the bridge. They were made of either cast iron, such as this one, wood or 

even stone, being cheaper and easier to replace than the main support wall of a bridge.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



(Above) Since the canal was built, extra bridges have been erected to carry new access 

roads. These have been numbered to fit in with existing bridge numbers, used to aid 

maintenance. This is bridge No.1a, carrying County Road to the Cattle Market which opened 

in 1886. 

  

(Below) This former warehouse alongside the canal at London Road has been demolished. 



(Above) Bridge No.1b carries Queens Road to the East Croft site. East Croft had a sanitary 

wharf where boats were loaded with human waste, collected from across the town, and 

crushed bones and manure from the cattle market. This unpleasant cargo was then shipped 

in barges along the Grantham Canal for farmers to use as fertiliser on their fields.  

 

(Below) The 1880 OS Map shows the Sanitary Wharf and basin at East Croft. 

 



 

In 1846 the Midland Railway built a line to Lincoln and opened a new station on Station 

Street. The railway line crossed the canal on this substantial steel-bridge, which is still used 

today. The location was known as London Road Junction. The date of the photograph above 

is unknown, but the loco looks like an LMS 4-4-0 and it was probably taken in the 1930s. 

The ‘3’ on the carriage doors denotes Third Class travel, which ended in 1956.  

  



 

Bridge No.2, Station Road Bridge, is the only change-over bridge on the canal. It was 

designed to allow horses pulling a boat to cross to the other side of the canal without the 

need to unhitch the tow rope from the boat. After the horse passed under the bridge it was 

led up the slope (now replaced by steps) and over the top, with the rope sliding along the 

parapet of the bridge. This was the only place on the canal where the towpath changed 

sides.   



(Above) The Great Northern Railway High-Level Line from Weekday Cross crossed London 

Road and the canal on this large brick and steel viaduct. London Road is to the left in the 

picture. The line gave access from Victoria Station to Grantham via Colwick. The London 

Road High-Level Station (below) stood where the white wall is in the picture above. It closed 

in 1967 and has been demolished. Boot’s Island Street factory site is in the background.  

 



The canal layout shown here 

in 1899 changed several 

times, especially when the 

railways arrived in the 1840s.  

The Island Street site, 

serviced by the wishbone-

shaped Poplar Arm of the 

canal (top right), was 

occupied by Boots Cash 

Chemists.  

 

There was originally a canal 

arm, the West Croft, running 

east-west between Station 

Street and Queen’s Road. In 

1866 it was filled in when the 

Midland station was 

extended. It is now beneath 

the site of platforms 4 and 5.   

 

(Below) Boots the Chemist first occupied part of the Island Street site in 1887, but by 1900 

the company had taken over the whole area, employing 1,000 people. Boots used canal 

barges to bring coal and raw materials to the factory. In this aerial photo taken in 1927 the Gt 

Northern Railway High-Level station is on the right, next to the gas holder, with the canal 

arm running next to the railway. A large canal boat can be seen in the distance.   



 

(Above) The Poplar Arm of the canal served the large former lace factories on Island Street 

that were later taken over by Boots. The arm has now been filled in and the factories 

demolished. The site is now occupied by the BBC and an NHS walk-in centre.  

 

(Below) This view is looking west from beneath the Gt Northern Railway bridge towards 

Trent Street. The grey bridge is London Road and the Gt Northern High-Level bridge over 

the canal behind Canal Street can just be seen in the distance.  

  



(Above) The Gt Northern High-Level line and the High-Level station have been demolished 

and it is hard now to see where they were. This montage shows the relative position of the 

old and new buildings. The canal is below the wall to the right of the tram.  

 

(Below) The same site as seen today from Great Northern Close.  



 

(Above) This building on the north side of the canal between London Road and the Gt 

Northern High-Level bridge was a grain warehouse, part of Irongate Wharf.  

(Below) The Gt Northern High-Level railway line crossed the canal on this steel lattice 

viaduct. The chimney in the background is at Enviroenergy, London Road.   



In the picture above, looking east, the large brick arch is part of the old Gt Central Railway 

viaduct, now used by the NET tram system. Trent Street bridge over the canal can be seen 

behind the viaduct. The old factory on the left was demolished when the new Crown Court 

(below) was built in 1985.   



(Above) Part of the former Gt Central Railway viaduct next to Trent Street was re-cycled in 

2002 when Phase one of the NET Tram system was built. It was extended in 2013 and a 

new tram-stop replaced the old Phase One terminus next to the railway station.  

 

(Below) Cruising ‘upstream’ towards Carrington Street.   



 

(Above) Carrington Street did not exist when the canal was built in 1792 (it was laid out in 

1828). The first bridge over the canal was made of wood and gave access to the newly 

opened railway station (1839). It was later replaced by a second bridge, shown in this post-

card picture from 1900. In 1902 it was widened when the third bridge (below) was built.  



The Fellows, Morton & Clayton warehouse seen here was built in 1895. It is a Grade II listed 

building. Established in 1837, the firm became the largest canal freight company in Britain 

and this site became an important industrial location soon after the canal opened in 1796. 

The site was the scene of an horrific accident in September 1818 when a shipment of 

gunpowder bound for Cromford, Derbyshire exploded, destroying a warehouse, and killing at 

least eight men and two boys.  

A boat belonging to Hezekiah Riley was carrying 21 barrels of gunpowder, each one 

weighing 100lbs. As the barrels were being unloaded into the warehouse, the end of one 

barrel collapsed and about 4lbs of gunpowder spilt onto the floor, leaving a trail of powder. 

Riley tried to scoop the powder back into the barrel, but then left his crew member, Joseph 

Musson, to finish clearing up the mess and unload the last few barrels.  

Musson decided to have what was called a ‘Flash’ to get rid of the remains of the powder. 

He fetched a hot coke from the galley fire using two sticks but accidentally dropped the hot 

cinder into the trail of powder that led to the other barrels. Needless to say, there was an 

almighty explosion as the barrels ignited.   

A man in the meadows area said that the whole warehouse lifted off the ground in a cloud of 

dust and burst into fragments. The warehouse was totally destroyed, and many nearby 

properties lost their windows and roofs. Joseph Musson was propelled over 120 yards into 

the meadows area, landing in several pieces. Two men in a boat had their heads blown off 

and bits of the other five men were scattered all over the wharf – one was found over 350 

yards away. Two young boys were also killed, one who was fishing in the canal at the time. 

The canal section was later drained to look for remains. 

 

The warehouse owner’s insurance company sued the boat company, but only received £500 

compensation despite the loss amounting to over £30,000.   



 

(Above) The old Fellows, Morton & Clayton warehouse was used as a canal museum in the 

1980s but is now a pub and restaurant.  

(Below) The site is now called Castle Wharf and has several bars and restaurants.  

 



The canal is now dedicated to leisure use. There are more narrow boats on the canals now 

than ever before. A recent survey shows that there are over 34,000 registered boats plying 

the rivers and canals and perhaps another 5000 used as static homes or not in use. The 

maximum length specified for a boat is 72ft, but to be able to navigate all the canals in 

England a boat must be no longer than 57ft and no wider than 6ft.10in.  

  



(Above) This picture shows Island Wharf from the air in 1927. It is now called Castle Wharf 

but in the 1880s Castle Wharf was on the west side of Wilford Street. The LMS goods yard 

in the foreground is now the site of the Magistrate’s Court. 

 

(Below) The former British Waterways Board warehouse was built in 1919 and is Grade II 

listed.  



(Above) A view of Island Wharf (now Castle Wharf) from Wilford Street in the 1970s.  

(Below) In 1993 the whole of the Island Wharf site was redeveloped. A sawmill, the Narrow 

Boat pub, Kingston’s motorcycle shop, Bunney’s bike shop, a café and a lace factory were 

all demolished and replaced by modern offices. This building on the corner of Canal Street 

and Wilford Street was the new home of the Nottingham Evening Post but is now H.M. Land 

Registry. The redeveloped site was renamed Castle Wharf. 



 

(Above) Wilford Street did not exist in 1792 when the canal was built, and the first bridge, a 

stone arched bridge, was added later. It is seen in this drawing from 1873 by the Nottingham 

artist, T.W. Hammond who drew several canal scenes. The bridge was replaced about 1880. 

(Below) This view shows the same place in the 1950s when the canal was in a poor 

condition. The towpath was renovated in 2003 at a cost of £750,000, part of the Big-Track 

project. The tall building on the left is New Castle House, former head office of the Viyella 

Company.  



(Above) The Navigation pub on Wilford Street was built about 1810 and was partially rebuilt 

in 1887. It is still a pub. Passenger barges ran from here to Cromford and Leicester.  

 

 

(Left) This 1869 boundary post, a Grade II 

listed ‘building’ next to Lock No.2, marks what 

was then the boundary of the town.  

 

The land west of this point was in Lenton 

Parish. Part belonged to the Newcastle Estate, 

and the Gregory family held 900 acres of 

agricultural land in the parish. It did not 

become part of the Borough of Nottingham 

until 1877 when the size of the town expanded 

from just under 2000 acres to nearly 11,000 

acres and the population grew to 157,000.   

Castle Boulevard was not built until 1884 and 

was originally called Lenton Boulevard, 

renamed in 1906.  

Castle Wharf, Park Wharf and the Duke’s 

Wharves, all part of the canal network, were 

outside the town boundary until 1877.  



(Above) Lock No.2, ‘Castle Lock’, is just over 1 mile from the River Trent by canal.  

 

(Below) A view in 1979 west from Lock No.2. The large overflow allows water to pass the 

lock when the gates are closed, preventing flooding. The overflow drains into Tinker’s Leen. 



 

(Above) Nottingham Castle stands 130 feet above the canal. This picture from 1873 shows 

the foot of the rock before Castle Boulevard was built. The site included the Duke’s 

Wharves, owned by the Duke of Newcastle who also owned the Castle and Park Estate.  

  

(Below) J.M.W Turner painted the castle in 1794 during the construction of the canal. The 

castle is on the left. Turner’s original picture was lost, and this picture was painted in 1831 

based on his earlier notes, with the addition of the canal boat.   



(Above) This picture taken in 1978 shows the castle and the former site of the Duke’s 

Wharves. The area is now the site of Castle Meadow Road and the former site of the HM 

Revenue and Customs buildings.  

 

(Below) The area next to the canal in 1978 was very run down – the tow path was only 

accessible if you were wearing waders. 



(Above) Recent work in the area has resulted in a very pleasant walk and a safe cycle route. 

The white building on the right is New Castle House, formerly Viyella House, built on the site 

of a skating rink in 1931-33 as the head offices of the Viyella Company. It is a Grade II listed 

building. The brick building is the back of Watson Fothergill’s Castle Court, a former paper 

merchant’s warehouse built in 1894, also a Grade II listed building.  

 

(Below) The canal runs parallel to Castle Boulevard (left).   



 

(Above) Castle Marina is a recent addition. The four-acre marina has moorings for over 200 

narrowboats and provides repairs, long term mooring and all the facilities for overnight stays 

etc.  

(Below) Bridges galore. The concrete bridge in the background gives road access to Castle 

Meadow Retail Park. The steel pedestrian bridge in the foreground was installed when the 

marina was built to maintain the line of the towpath, now also part of the Big-Track cycle 

route.   



(Above) An almost rural scene in Lenton. The marina is on the left and houses in Cecil 

Street and Chippendale Street off Castle Boulevard are on the right. Mooring rules only allow 

for short stays, usually a maximum of three days.  

 

(Below) This postcard view from 1907 is looking west towards the Midland Railway’s bridge 

near Petersham Mews. The line was built in 1848 to Mansfield via Lenton, Radford and 

Bulwell. The postcard appears to be a hand tinted photograph, not a painting.  



The next original road bridge was at Lenton Lane (bridge No.6 – Clayton’s Bridge), formerly 

Gregory Street. This 1907 Clumber Series postcard shows the original brick arch bridge as it 

was in 1900. It was built when the canal was constructed but was replaced in 1955 by the 

concrete bridge shown below that now also carries the NET tram Phase Two extension to 

Beeston. The young girl in the picture appears in several Clumber Series postcards, 

including the previous picture, presumably taken on the same day. Perhaps she was the 

photographer’s daughter? 



 

The Boat Yard at Lenton, now Trevethick’s Boat Yard, opened in 1796 when the canal 

opened. It is the oldest boat yard in Nottingham. Tom Trevethick bought the yard in 1903 

and moved there from Gainsborough. He was said to be related to Richard Trevithick (spelt 

with an i not an e) the famous Cornish steam engineer. As well as boat building and repairs, 

Trevethick ran boat trips along the canal until the first world war. The yard was one of the 

last ones to build wooden canal boats when many other builders switched to fibreglass.  

A fish-eye lens view of the boat yard.  



(Above) The Beeston cut (on the left) joined the main course of the canal at Lenton Chain, 

west of Trevethick’s yard. The area was so named because at one time a chain was draped 

across the canal to help collect toll payments.  

 

(Above) The Lenton Chain site, 1979. The Beeston Canal, now part of the Trent Navigation, 

is to the left in the picture. The northern part of the Nottingham Canal was abandoned in 

1937 and in the 1960s the River Leen was re-routed to flow along the old route of the canal 

(ahead in the picture), passing under the canal in a culvert on its way to the River Trent. The 

white building in the distance has been replaced by the Nottingham NHS Treatment Centre.  



(Above) This 1950s OS Map extract shows the junction of the Nottingham and Beeston 

canals at Lenton Chain. The map also shows the original route of the River Leen that was 

later diverted along the old line of the canal after the northern section closed.   

(Left) A footbridge carried the 

Nottingham Canal towpath 

over the Beeston Cut, 

allowing a continuous line for 

horses to follow when towing 

boats, without the need to 

unhitch the rope.  

 

The Beeston Cut, built in 

1796, is now part of the Trent 

Navigation and called the 

Beeston Canal. It is still in 

use, but the bridge is no 

longer in place.  



(Above) This Google image of the Lenton Chain area shows the line of the Nottingham and 

Beeston Canals on the right as they are today (2020). The canal boats are moored outside 

Trevethick’s Boat Yard. The original northern section of the canal leading towards Abbey 

Street on the left was closed to boat traffic in 1928 and was abandoned in 1937. It is now the 

course of the River Leen.   

(Below) This view is looking back from Abbey Street down what is now the River Leen 

towards Lenton Chain. The houses on the left are in Nazareth Court, an old site formerly 

linked to Lenton Abbey.  



(Above) Abbey Street bridge (No.7) was an original stone arch bridge when this picture was 

drawn by T.W. Hammond in 1890. It shows the original Abbey Tavern on the right before it 

was rebuilt in 1912 and renamed the Johnson Arms.  

 

(Below) This modern bridge replaced the old stone structure in 1912 when the pub was 

rebuilt. The line of the canal behind the white railings is now the course of the River Leen.   



(Above) Lock 3, ‘Leather Mill’, was on the west side of the Abbey Street bridge. The Johnson 

Arms pub is on the left.  

 

(Below) Looking west along the old line of the canal sees the Queens Medical Centre and 

the NHS Treatment Centre on the left. The water is the River Leen, once a powerful river 

that powered corn mills at Basford, Bulwell and Radford.  



 

(Above) This picture from 1899 shows the canal north towards Leen Gate. The old lace 

factory in the distance is now the site of the Queen’s Medical Centre and the River Leen 

runs along this channel. The cottages on the right were called Cloister Square Cottages. 

(Below) After Leen Gate the canal route led to Derby Road. The River Leen seen here 

branches off east at Hill Side before it reaches Derby Road.  



(Above) Lenton Gatehouse can be seen in this 1901 postcard picture which also shows the 

original Derby Road bridge over the canal. The gatehouse was built in 1823 and is now a 

Grade II listed building. It was the main entrance to Wollaton Park, at the head of a long 

carriageway, Lime tree Avenue, up to the Hall. It became cut off from the park when the 

estate was sold in 1925.   

(Below) Derby Road became the A52 Trunk Road and the old bridge was replaced by this 

modern structure. The canal bed is dry here as the River Leen veers off to the east (right).  



There were two bridges near Lenton Gatehouse. The one shown above was to the east of 

the canal bridge and was over the River Leen. The river has now been culverted and only a 

small section of the bridge (below) was visible when this picture was taken in 1980. 

 



 

(Above) On the north side of Derby Road was Lock 4, ‘Hicklings’. From here the canal ran 

alongside the line of the eastern wall around Wollaton Park.  

 

(Below) Lock 5, ‘Simpsons’, was where Kenyon Road, one of the new roads on the 

University’s Jubilee Campus now lies. The montage below shows the lock’s former position.  

 



 

(Above) Lock 5, ‘Simpsons’, looking north. Wollaton Park’s eastern wall is on the left and the 

gas works on Triumph Road can be seen in the distance.  

 

(Below) Just before Radford Bridge stood Radford Coal Wharf on Wollaton Road, next to a 

school. It linked up with a tramway that bought coal from Radford Colliery and Babbington 

Colliery near Cinderhill. Until the roads were improved, coal was loaded onto boats here for 

delivery to Nottingham. Boats also collected sewage from the local area and delivered it to 

East Croft. The map is the 1915 edition OS Map. Western Boulevard now runs where the 

building is next to parcel 1140 on the map and Middleton Boulevard follows a line due south 

where the Sluice is shown below Radford Bridge.   



 

(Above) This postcard picture of Wollaton Road bridge (Radford Bridge), dates from about 

1920. The picture was taken from the south side of Wollaton Road, now part of the Jubilee 

Campus. The road to the left led to Wollaton village and on the right is where Western 

Boulevard now joins Wollaton Road. The old bridge was replaced in 1928 with a new bridge 

(below) when the boulevards were built. The junction had to take a dog-leg route due to the 

canal being underneath – it was still a working canal then. It was later widened to 96 feet. 

(The Sex Pistols were a punk rock band that formed in London in 1975.)  



(Above) The old line of the canal beneath Wollaton Road is now a pedestrian and cycle 

subway. This amazing piece of street art once adorned one of the walls of what was Lock 6.  

 

(Left) This lock plate is all that remains of the 

old Radford Bridge lock. Unless you know the 

area well, you would never imagine that this 

was once the site of an old canal lock, as the 

pedestrian subway looks very much like any 

other similar underpass. 

The original lock here was 5ft 2in (1.57m) deep 

but the height was increased when the new 

road bridge above was built.  

Lock 6 was 3.7 miles from the River Trent and 

23ft above the level of the river. The next 

section, with the Wollaton flight of thirteen 

locks, raised the canal a further 102ft to 

Wollaton Colliery over a distance of 1.7 miles.  

Apart from one very short section behind 

Torvill Drive, practically all trace of the canal 

from Radford Bridge through Wollaton to 

Coventry Lane has gone.  

  



It is hard to imagine Wollaton at the time the canal was built. The OS map above shows the 

area in 1926. In the 1790s when the canal was built the parish had about 500 residents and 

had changed little since Elizabethan times. Practically all of the land on the map was owned 

by the Willoughby family of Wollaton Hall and most residents were employed in some way by 

the family:  coalmines, a brick works, the hall, stables, gardens or one of its farms. It was not 

until 1933 that the area became a part of the City of Nottingham.  

The original plan was for the route of the canal to pass along the south side of Wollaton Park 

(beside Derby Road), and then north up the line of the modern Wollaton Vale, but Lord 

Middleton threatened to oppose the plan unless it went along the east (now Jubilee Campus) 

and north side, linking up with his collieries. He was a powerful man who in 1823 had Derby 

Road re-aligned to skirt the park. He would have proved a real obstacle to the Canal Act. 

The change of route cost £2,500.  

Wollaton Colliery, next to the canal, did not open until 1874, but before that Lord Middleton 

had numerous pits at Trowell, Bilborough, Strelley and Cossall - he did not have any on the 

south and west side of the estate! So successful were his pits that they paid for Wollaton 

Hall to be built in 1588. The building of the canal on the east and north side of the estate 

meant that he now had easy access to bigger markets for his black gold. 

The climb up to Wollaton top seemed quite steep at the time but was only half that of some 

earlier well-known canals. At Tardebigge on the Worcester and Birmingham Canal, the canal 

company needed 30 locks in a two-mile stretch to climb 220ft, and at the Caen Hill Locks at 

Devizes on the Kennet and Avon Canal it took 29 locks over a two-mile section to raise the 

canal 237ft (a 1 in 30 slope). So, the 13 locks needed to raise the Nottingham canal up 102ft 

in a little under two miles (1.7) was much less dramatic. However, what locks changed more 

than anything was travel time – it takes between 6-8 hours to negotiate the Caen Hill Locks! 

By the time I began photographing the Wollaton flight in 1978, locks 7 to 12 had disappeared 

altogether. After the closure of the northern section from Lenton Chain, the City Council 

purchased the canal up to the city boundary near Coventry Lane. In the 1950s the residents 

of Charlbury Road complained that their gardens were being flooded due to the collapse of 

the canal banks behind their houses. In 1959 the whole section from Lambourne Drive down 

to Radford Bridge was drained and in 1966 the section from Woodyard Lane up to Wollaton 

Colliery was also drained. Drainage of the top section was delayed until the colliery closed 

(1965) as the company discharged warm pit water into the canal – it was a popular spot for a 

swim.  



(Above) Lock 6, ‘Radford Bridge’, was on the north side of Wollaton Road, next to Radford 

Bridge Road. The lock was at the entrance to a large basin and maintenance area. 

  

(Below) In 1955 the basin was filled in and in 1978 when this picture was taken it was just 

wasteland. The dock was also the site of Crich Lime Works.  



These two buildings are on Radford Bridge Road behind the Crown pub and opposite the 

canal basin site. The house (above) was the lock keeper’s cottage, and the smaller building 

(below) was the toll house. Raleigh cycles had their factory complex on the other side of 

Wollaton Road and when the land behind these building was excavated for housing 

development they found a concrete circular track that had once been used as a testing 

ground for Raleigh bikes.    



(Above) This extract from the 1899 OS Map shows the line of the canal above Radford 

Bridge and the location of Locks 6 to 8, ‘Radford Bridge’, ‘Limekiln’ and ‘Black’ respectively. 

All trace of these locks has now gone, replaced by houses and Seaford Avenue Park. 

(Below) This extract of the 1939 OS Map shows the location of Locks 9 to 13, ‘Bottom of the 

First Three’, ‘Middle of the First Three’, ‘Top of the First Three’, ‘Woodyard Lane’ and 

‘Blacksmiths’, respectively. The site of locks 9-12 now forms the back gardens to houses on 

the south side of Charlbury Road and part of the Tom Blower housing estate.    

Harrison’s Plantation includes Raleigh Pond which was used as a water feed for the canal. 

There is some suggestion that it was formed when clay was extracted to line the bed of the 

canal, but that is only speculation.  



 

(Above) This detailed overlay shows the relative position of Locks 12 and 13 to the modern 

development at Woodyard Lane. The red detail is from the 1914 OS Map.  

(Below) This 1919 photo shows Woodyard Lane Bridge where it crossed the canal. It was a 

brick and timber bridge. The house on the right was on Woodyard Lane and is where the 

gates to the Siemens site once stood, now being developed for more housing.   



(Above) Houses at the top end of Tom Blower Close have been built on the site of the basin 

between locks 12 and 13.  

 

(Below) By 1979 the site of Lock 13 was still visible, but the gates and paddles had gone. 



 

Each lock had an overflow (above) to keep the water level constant and a storm drain 

(below) to cope with sudden flash floods. These pictures are from Lock 13. They were 

intricate structures built of brick. The overflows usually had an underground or covered 

channel to stop litter and leaves etc from blocking the channel.    



(Above) Lock 14, ‘Bottom of the Top Three’ still exists but has been filled in and is part of a 

footpath along the old line of the canal. The top stones of the lock can still be seen. The 

water in the lock was 4ft 6in deep rising to 6ft 7in when filled; it held 55,461 gallons of water. 



(Below) The line of Lock 14 is still visible today, part of a pathway behind the houses on 

Torvill Drive. 



  

(Above) Lock 14 – a ground paddle on 

the north side of the lock. 

(Left) The Quoin at Lock 14 where a 

wooden gate pivoted. Canal lock gates 

are held in place at the top with a metal 

anchor strap and locked in position at the 

bottom by a steel pin in a socket that 

helps the gate turn. They then ‘float’ in the 

water, balanced by the long beam used to 

move them.   

The principles behind lock technology are 

simple. As you let water out of a lock the 

boat goes down to the lower level, and 

vice versa. However, locks are more 

complicated than that and were 

expensive to build. In fact, they were the 

second most expensive part of the canal 

after the reservoirs; even more costly 

than purchasing the land.  

In Jessop’s original estimate he set aside 

£9,200 to build 20 locks, £460 each. This 

compares with £85 for a road bridge and 

£70 for an occupation bridge.  



 

Lock 15, ‘Middle of the Top Three’ and two ground paddles belonging to the Lock. 



Old Coach Road Basin in 1980 and below, the same basin in 2011.  

 



(Above) Old Coach Road basin was edged with large coping stones, as seen here.  

(Below) The overflows for the basins were built in brick and capped with stone. They were 

often underneath the towpath.  

  



(Above) Old Coach Road originally crossed the canal on a brick arch bridge but by 1980 

when this picture was taken all trace of the bridge had long gone. (Below) Lock 16, named 

‘Coach Road Bridge’.  



 

(Above) Lock 16 paddle, used to let water into the lock. (Below) Lock 17, ‘Bottom of the 

Wood End Pond’. The recess in the brickwork is where the gate sat when fully open, keeping 

the lock chamber clear.  



Lock 17, ‘Bottom of the Wood End Pond’. 

  



Lock 18, ‘Second of the Wood End Pond’, and below looking west towards the site of the 

colliery. This large basin was where the coal from the pit was loaded into boats. The colliery 

was on the right in the picture.  

 



(Above) Wollaton Colliery in 1900 and Lock 18, ‘Wollaton’. In 1980 the lock was full of 

rubbish as shown below and in 1982 the final death of the canal was announced in the 

Nottingham Evening Post newspaper.  



(Above) Wollaton Colliery and Lock 19 in 1902. The colliery was built to replace an earlier pit 
near Balloon Wood, now the site of the North British Housing Estate. The extent of the 
Colliery site can be seen on the 1926 OS Map below.  
 
The section marked ‘Old Canal’ in The Roughs was the Bilborough Cut, originally a 1½-mile 
cut leading to Walker’s Pit, Bilborough, now the site of Harvey Haddon Stadium. The pit 
connected to the cut by a plateway. When the railway opened in 1875 the cut was isolated 
from the canal and later drained.  
 

  



(Above) These Colliery Overmen’s houses on Bridge Road were built in 1876. The canal bed 

was on the left behind the railings. Wollaton Colliery closed in April 1965. 

 

(Below) The canal ran down what is now the line of Torvill Drive. This view is from Trowell 

Road - Bridge Road is on the left in the picture.  



(Above) This image shows the 1945 OS Map detail on the immediate south side of Trowell 

Road, overlaid onto a modern map. The line of the canal passed behind the back gardens of 

the houses in Goodwood Road and skirted what is now the site of Fernwood School before 

heading west to where Moorsholm Drive is now.  

 

The map below shows by a blue broken line the route of the canal from Moorsholm Drive to 

Coventry Lane. No bridge was necessary at Wollaton Vale as it was not built until after the 

canal closed, but the pedestrian underpass near Grangewood Road uses a dip in the land 

that was once the canal bed. After Wollaton Vale the canal ran alongside where 

Grangewood Road and Latimer Drive were later built, where it crossed the city boundary into 

Broxtowe District before turning northwest towards Coventry Lane.    



 

At Latimer Drive the last section of the old canal before Coventry Lane is now part of a 

nature reserve that runs along the route of the canal towards Cossall. The modern footpath 

is where the towpath was – the bed of the canal was to the right in the picture.  

 



 

Just near Coventry Lane, the Midland Railway’s Wollaton Line, built in 1875, passed over 

the canal on this bridge. The line is still used today. The headroom for the canal seems too 

low for a narrow boat to pass under the bridge, which suggests that when the canal was 

filled in the level of the land was raised considerably. The bridge is in Broxtowe District and 

the old towpath is now a Nature Trail.   



(Above) To say that the last section of the canal before Coventry Lane was still ‘in water’ 

would be stretching reality somewhat, but this small ‘pond’ shows where the canal bed was 

in relation to the railway bridge. (Below) The bridge at Coventry Lane, seen here in this 

picture from 1920, was built of stone but has now been replaced by a much more modern 

bridge, and the road has been widened. There is very little sign of the canal on this side of 

the road, as the whole area is very overgrown. 



After Coventry Lane there are no more locks until a stop lock at Langley Mill Basin where the 

canal meets the Cromford and Erewash Canals.  
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Copyright 

The majority of the photographs in this article were taken by me, but some older pictures 

have been sourced from online sites. If I have offended anyone’s copyright I apologise and 

on request will either credit the picture to them or remove it from the article.  

Other guides to Nottingham, covering for example Radford, Hyson Green and Raleigh Street 

lace factories, are available at www.gwoodward.co.uk/nottm.html  

A collection of photographs of Nottingham by me, including many of Nottingham’s listed 

buildings, can be viewed in the Albums section of my flickr site: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/gwoodward/albums. 

 

Glossary 

Arm A short length of canal branching from the main route.  
Broad Canal A canal with a structural width greater than 7ft 6ins. 
Butty An unpowered boat towed by a powered boat. 
Contour Canal 
 

A canal which follows a contour line to avoid the need for cuttings, 
locks or embankments. 

Contour A line on a map showing land of equal level. 
Cut Another name for an Arm. 
Lock A chamber holding water that allows a boat to change level. 
Narrowboat A canal boat with a width of 7ft and a maximum length of 70ft. 

(Modern boats are 6ft 10in wide to avoid lock obstacles.) 
Occupation bridge A bridge providing private access across a canal as part of a 

person’s occupation, for example a farmer. They are sometimes 
called ‘Accommodation bridges’.  

Paddle A square plate that covers an underwater opening. The plate can 
be raised to allow water to pass. Ground paddles are in the side of 
a canal and gate paddles are fitted to the bottom gates of a lock. 
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